Recent research within the field of organization studies has begun to map out the social and political effects of ethical branding on consumers, employees and society, yet the relationship between employees and brands is still an under-developed area of research.
Introduction
Brands have been described as a key organizing principle of post-industrial capitalism (Arvidsson 2007 , Brannan et al. 2011 , Kornberger 2010 , Land and Taylor 2010 , Mumby 2016 . Within the existing literature on corporate branding contrasting accounts have been developed, where some authors have framed brands as a potentially liberating force for ethical consumption and consumer identity creation (Caruana and Crane 2008 , Kornberger 2010 , Newholm and Hopkinson 2009 , Palasso and Basu 2007 , and others have criticized them as being built on the exploitation of the unpaid labor of consumers and employees (Arvidsson 2007 (Arvidsson , 2014 Cova and Dalli 2009 , Land and Taylor 2010 , Mumby 2016 , Willmott 2010 . The primary focus of recent empirical research into branding within organization studies has been on the role of brands as mediators of meaning within organizations and their role in employee identity work (Brannan et al. 2015; Endrissat et al. 2016; Jeanes, 2013; Ka rreman and Rylander 2008, Mu ller 2016) .
These studies frequently note the fact that brands can never completely subsume worker identity and that opportunities for critical reflection are always present, but as yet there has been relatively little investigation of the tensions and contradictions that might form the basis of such critical reflection. The primary aim of this paper is to investigate how an ethical brand is perceived by its own company employees and to reveal the ethical ambivalence at play in employee accounts of their brand ethics. This paper develops an empirical case study of the successful niche market chocolate producer, 'Zotter'. This company was selected primarily because it has a high reputation within the industry for its ethical brand image, which is grounded in its production of sustainable, organic, Fair-Trade products. It has won also numerous awards for its efforts to develop a truly ethical brand i . This paper makes the following contributions to research into corporate branding: i) it provides an empirical case study of an ethical brand, which 3of 30 reveals contradictions in the way employees make sense of their brand, and ii) it introduces the concept of the "ethics of ambivalence" as a way to understand these contradictions, and how this ambivalence permits only a very restricted level of critical reflection about ethical issues.
The paper begins with a literature review of corporate branding observing that different approaches to branding exist within the literature including functionalist and interpretative approaches, but the focus of the present inquiry is primarily on critical and ethical approaches to this field of inquiry. Next, the paper develops an empirical case study of Zotter's ethical brand. The empirical study first shows the key mechanisms the company uses to promote its ethical brand, and then analyses the ambivalence that is present in the employees' accounts of this brand. The paper concludes with a discussion of how the "ethics of ambivalence" permits only limited space for critical reflection about ethical business practice within capitalism.
Mediation and the ethics of ambivalence in branding
Brand research has its conceptual roots in early marketing science, in the growing concern for the creation of customer loyalty and the distribution of mass-produced commodities at the turn of the 20 th century (Alderson 1957 , Kotler 1967 , McCarty 1960 .
Research within this functionalist tradition was built upon an understanding of brands as managerial tools that could help to govern the various needs of business organizations such as product distribution (Nox and Bickerton 2013), human resource management (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004, Miles and Mangold 2007) and corporate communications (Balmer and Gray 1999 , Balmer and Dinne 2001 , Hatch and Schultz 2003 . Brands were seen as managerial objects, eventually becoming a quantifiable form of equity (Aaker 4of 30 and "a source of sustainable, competitive advantage for the organization" (Miles and Mangold 2007, p. 77) , where brands have become a 'distinct mode of capital accumulation' (Holt 2006, p. 300 ). As we shall see below, this mainstream marketing perspective on branding has been criticized for its overemphasis on managerial agency in the branding process and for paying too little attention to understanding how brands are interpreted and constructed by other stakeholders.
An interpretative approach to branding has revealed how brands act as mediators of meaning and has been developed in the diverse fields of research including semiotic theory (Manning 2010 , Perez and Barion 2013 , Santos 2013 , consumer culture theory (Arnold and Thompson 2005 , Cornelissen, et al. 2007 , Csaba and Bengtsson 2006 , Holt 2002 , Muniz and O'Guinn 2001 , Vargo and Lusch 2004 and within organization studies itself (Ka rreman and Rylander 2008 , Ashcraft et al. 2012 , Brannan et al. 2015 , Lair 2015 , Kornberger 2010 . Research within the fields of semiotics and consumer culture theory tends to focus on the way in which the meaning of brands is interpreted and co-constructed by stakeholders outside the company. This interpretative approach understands brands as powerful cultural artefacts that emerge as part of an interactive process shaped by 'cultural rituals, economic activities and social norms' (Schroeder 2009, p. 124) . Consumer culture theory has emphasized the role of brands in consumer identity construction (Belk 1988) and as a provider of cultural resources for subcultural distinction (Holt 2010 , Newholm and Hopkins 2009 , Tilley 1999 Muniz and O'Guinn 2001 , Schouten and McAlexander 1995 . Branding has become a 'universal category' of mediation and communication in modern consumer societies (Santos, 2013, p.510) . Brands can thus be understood as semiotic mediators that operate both as a 'symbol' that can be controlled by management, and an 'interpretant' -an 'effect on the mind' that is created by the consumers themselves (Santos, 2013) .
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The role of branding as a semiotic mediator has also been developed in more overtly critical accounts of the branding process (Arvidsson 2007 , Mumby 2016 . Brands can be considered to act as 'mediators' in two related respects. Firstly, this process of meditation has been explained as acting on a subjective level where brands serve as 'an idealized image that one strives to become' (Kornberger 2010, p. 92) and an 'ambiguity coping practice' for employees (Ka rreman and Rylander 2008) . Secondly, brands act as an ideological 'mediatory mechanism' in articulating the relationship between capital and society (Mumby 2016, p.5) . On an ideological level brands mediate between local organizational practices and wider processes of capitalist subsumption (Arvidsson 2007 , Holt and Cameron 2006 , Mumby 2016 ). Mumby has explained that the organizational practices associated with branding entail 'aesthetic and emotion based work…' where 'branding is the mechanism through which capital is socialized' (Mumby 2016, p.4, 6 ).
This form of corporate exploitation has been described in terms of the appropriation of the free labour of consumers, employees and communities (Arvidsson 2005 , Cova and Dalli 2009 , Caruana and Crane 2008 , Land and Taylor 2010 and in terms of the intensification of the managerial control over organizational culture (Endrissat et al. 2016, Ka rreman and Rylander 2008) and corporate ethics (Jeanes 2013 , Mumby 2016 .
Recent work by Arvidsson (2007) and Mumby (2016) has suggested that ethics itself plays an important role in this process of subsumption in the creation of "ethical capital"
and an "ethical surplus" that can be exploited by means of branding ii . The ambivalent nature of this "ethical surplus" is the particular focus of the present inquiry.
In recent years there has been a growing interest in the ethics of branding (Arvidsson 2007 , Egan-Wyer et al. 2014 , Jeanes 2013 , Klein, 1999 . Muhr and Rehn (2014) One consequence of the wide variety of approaches to brand research is that it is not easy to provide a single, incontestable definition of this phenomenon. Manning's (2010, p.34) overview of the literature has concluded that 'there is virtually no agreement on what brand is or means'. To a large extent one's definition of branding will depend upon the particular paradigmatic assumptions in which one's inquiry is based (Kornberger 2010) .
Our own study is grounded upon a critical conception of branding, which considers branding as a constitutive element of communicative capitalism that 'mediate [s] processes of meaning construction' (Mumby 2016, p.1) . The following analysis of employees' accounts of their corporate brand highlights numerous tensions and contradictions in this process of mediation, where the brand acts as an ambivalent mediator between divergent business goals and broader ethical values.
Ambivalence has been identified in previous research as a critical dimension of branding (Banet-Weiser, 2013; Mumby, 2016) , but these studies have yet to investigate how this ambivalence plays out in the context of specific organizations. Mumby (2016) The present analysis reveals that the ambivalence of ethical branding allows for only a very restricted level of critical reflection. This inquiry argues that although ambivalence is symptomatic of the contradictions of consumer capitalism as previous studies have indicated (Arvidsson, 2007; Banet-Weiser, 2013; Egan-Wyer et al. 2014; Mumby, 2016) , this should not be interpreted as a productive space of resistance, but is itself a symptom of the subsumption of the domain of ethics as a form of capital. The idea of "ethical branding" ignores the very possibility of a more fundamental contradiction between ethics and capitalism. This inquiry questions whether an ethics of ambivalence can derive from the fact that 'consumers are attracted to brands that give them the possibility to think about ethics' (Egan-Wyer et al. 2014, p.7) , or whether ethics can be properly delimited by the choices offered by consumer capitalism. Rather than acting as a form of resistance to capitalist exploitation, ambivalence can divert us from more fundamental critical and existential choices that capitalism presents to us. We will now describe the research design used to investigate our case and the ambivalence present in the employees' accounts of their company's ethical brand.
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This research project started with an initial research interest in understanding how employees draw on brands as discursive resources to construct meaning in and beyond their work (Kärreman and Rylander 2008, Jeannes 2013) . We selected a company that had a high profile ethical brand image, grounded in the production of sustainable, organic, Fair-Trade products. This particular company is well placed to serve as a "critical case" (Flyvbjerg, 2006) of ethical branding given its success in creating an ethical brand image iii .
Access to the organization and the terms of cooperation were negotiated with the head of marketing. We were allowed to observe operations within the main production site of the company, conduct interviews with employees working in the flagship retail outlets, as well as with members of the company's senior management team. We were also provided with a range of promotional material intended for internal and external use, including PR material and employee training material.
The primary researcher visited the production site over three days in order to observe the factory and the visitors' center, taking field notes, photographs and interviews with the management team. The main source of data were 17 semi-structured interviews with the company's marketing director, the director of distribution, three retail managers and twelve retail assistants employed at three flagship stores. The interviews focused upon respondents' work routines, related branding activities, initial training and their working environment. As the interviews progressed we refined our interview guideline to include a greater focus on brand ethics and the contradictions and ambivalences that emerged in our data. The interviews lasted 60 minutes on average. The interviews were voice recorded and transcribed in German and translated into English by the primary researcher.
Secondary data sources were also an important resource for gaining an understanding of the brand, which resulted in the development of the theme 'the aesthetic representation of an ethical brand'. The secondary data included printed branding materials, newsletters, 9of 30 a monthly company magazine, press releases, the webpage, social media and coverage in national and international media.
The first step in the data analysis followed an inductive approach identifying emergent themes and patterns within the data concerning organizational branding processes Huberman 1994, Flyvbjerg 2006) . The identification of emergent themes was also guided by an initial interest in identity control and ethics (Alvesson and Willmott 2002 , Kärreman and Rylander 2008 , Jeannes 2013 . The analysis proceeded by using both first order concepts and second order concepts (Van Maanen, 1979) . The first order concepts that are identified in the following analysis give voice to the respondents themselves concerning their opinions about the company's ethics and its branding processes. The second order concepts "are those notions used by the fieldworker to explain the patterning of the first-order data." (Van Maanen, 1979, p.541) . These second order concepts emerged from our own grouping of various contradictory statements made by the respondents, which we describe using the umbrella notion of the "ethics of ambivalence". Three key themes emerged concerning the way in which the employees expressed ambivalence towards the company brand, including: i) ambivalence between the high employee identification with the ethical brand but their ignorance of actual ethical practices, ii) ambivalence between the brand's ethical pedagogy and the persistence of "ignorant" customers, and iii) ambivalence between the goals of transforming the ethics of the chocolate industry whilst maintaining their market niche.
We shall now explain the analysis of our findings in greater detail.
Findings
Our description of ambivalence in Zotter's brand begins with an explanation of the ways in which the ethical brand is created and represented on different platforms and media.
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The findings reveal a high degree of consistency in the employees' accounts of their company and its brand, however, a great deal of ambivalence emerges from their accounts of external groups particularly their customers and competitors. This ambivalence reveals that despite overt statements of employee identification with the brand, the branding processes are by no means successful in the attempt to reconcile pragmatic business goals with other ethical commitment to environmentalism and Fair-Trade.
The aesthetic representation of an ethical brand
Zotter's branding strategy draws heavily on the use of a unique brand vocabulary combined with a distinctive visual aesthetic. The brand vocabulary has two main characteristics, the first concerning the creation of branded neologisms for company processes and products, and the second concerning the extensive use of vocabulary taken from the Fair-Trade and environmental social movements. The artisanal production process is explained in terms of a brand vocabulary including terms such as 'handscooped' and 'bean-to-bar' which relate to the hand-made aspects of the chocolate production and the 'Edible Zoo' which refers to its organic farming methods. An important dimension of the brand is the 365 different chocolate flavours in its portfolio, including unusual ingredients like pumpkin seeds, chili or bacon, each of which has its own unique artwork where the wrappers are custom designed by a freelance artist. The wrappers also display information explaining the moral ideals underpinning its production process, including the company's organic farming and Fair-Trade certifications. The brand draws directly on wider social discourses derived from social movement organisations. The labels of 'organic', 'sustainability' and 'Fair-Trade' are well established in the respected work of environmental and human rights social movements organisations. These same 11of 30 labels were typically used by the interview respondents in this study to define Zotter as a morally outstanding organisation:
'… we are organic… we are Fair Trade…we also make sure that our wrapping is sustainable, and … we do not harm the environment with our activities.' (Retail Assistant)
The Zotter brand exploits a range of aesthetic and cultural processes of interaction to mediate between the company and wider social concerns about the ethics of production and consumption. About 250,000 visitors a year pass through Zotter's visitors center. An integral part of the factory tour is a film, which is shown to visitors to educate them about chocolate production and to highlight the contrast between their ethical production methods with those of their competitors. The film has a pedagogical function that focuses explicitly on the ethics of Fair-Trade and sustainability and is designed to highlight both the moral and immoral dimensions of chocolate production.
After the induction film the visitors are equipped with an audio guide and can freely walk along a 'Tasting Path' through the 'Chocolate Theatre'. This tasting path is designed as a rich sensory experience where the raw material can be smelled, touched and tasted at each stage of production. The Chocolate Theatre is a genuine production factory, but at the same time this "theatre" provides a carefully managed aesthetic experience offering a "Disneyfied" view of chocolate production (Rowlinson, 2002 The Chocolate Theatre also plays an important role in the induction and training of new employees. All retail assistants are obliged to attend two full days at this production site and to participate in the Chocolate Theatre and work on the production process itself. An important feature of the Chocolate Theatre is the 'Edible Zoo' which entails a petting zoo for children and a 68-acre organic farm that supplies meat to the visitors restaurant. The 'Edible Zoo' is defined by Zotter in terms of values including sustainability, organic farming practices, love and respect:
'Look the Food in the Eyes: Animals and plants are creatures and not products…
We intend to treat them with love and respect…. [Zotter] asks all visitors to take their places, in order to enjoy what is thriving in the Edible Zoo: speciesappropriate animal husbandry on 27 hectares, with numerous farm animals threatened by extinction, energy-autonomy, and a closed ecological cycle. With the Edible Zoo Zotter places an emphasis on transparency, sustainability and innovation.' (Zotter, 2017a .)
The company does not clarify how it reconciles the values of love and respect with eating these same animals for food. It claims without any sense of irony that it treats its animals with love and respect not because they are the 'most profitable animals' but because the 'meat tastes the most delicious' (Zotter, 2017b) 'That means that these products should be more healthy than products produced with pesticides, and that (the farmers) have certain requirements for the environment and they methods of production which they have to follow. ' (Retail assistant)
Another employee explained the notion of organic chocolate as follows:
'This means that the beans and all the other products (…) um… there are no pesticides on them, because of course it's much healthier, and, of course there is also this health aspect, and I think you feel it also in the taste … um, we are organic 
The ambivalence between the aims of brand pedagogy and the "ignorant" customer
The analysis of the transcripts also revealed ambivalence surrounding the perceived '… of course we want to earn something so that the company can be successful… It is very simple: we all want a fair wage and a safe place to work. We cannot work or give something away for free. We can only produce more cheaply if we buy cheaper raw materials, but this would change the character of our product.' (Retail assistant)
These accounts acknowledge that the company's pursuit of its wider ethical goals is severely constrained by the high price of its product and its niche market status. In fact the distinctiveness of the company brand is grounded in its niche market status and its very high price. The high price cannot be questioned as being illegitimate because it is the proof of the high quality of the raw materials, the sustainable production methods, and the fair prices paid to farmers for these materials.
Ambivalence is clear in these accounts of the company's divergent goals which aim both to maintain its market niche in the chocolate industry as an ethical producer while simultaneously aiming to transform the ethical practices of the entire industry. These goals are clearly inconsistent and ambivalent because the company's ethical niche market only exists as long as the rest of the industry refuses to change it business practices vi . To 21of 30 some extent this was recognized by respondents, where one sales manager remarked that despite the company's admirable claims for wider industry change, that, 'It is not our job to change the world…'. There was clear recognition from the respondents that the continuing success of the company was dependent upon industry inertia and the maintenance of their own high priced niche market. We now turn to a broader discussion and critical evaluation of the significance of these different aspects of ambivalence for our understanding of the ethics of corporate branding.
Discussion and Conclusions
The contribution of this paper is twofold: i) it provides an empirical case study of an ethical brand which reveals the contradictions in the employees' accounts of their company's brand, and ii) it introduces the concept of the "ethics of ambivalence" as a way to understand these contradictions, showing how this ambivalence permits only a very restricted level of critical reflection about ethical issues. The ethics of ambivalence here is less a sign of resistance to power, as has been suggested by previous studies (BanetWeiser, 2013; Mumby, 2016) , than a symptom of the kinds of tensions that emerge when putting ethical discourses in the service of a niche brand. The company's ethical claims about its sustainable and Fair-Trade practices are not in dispute here, however, these move well beyond a description of its internal company operations, and extend to claims regarding the values of its employees, its customers, and serving as a vanguard for the ethical transformation of the industry. It is about these broader claims that the employees became highly ambivalent.
In contrast to studies that have argued that ambivalence provides a foundation for the immanent critique of capitalism (Banet-Weiser 2013 , Mumby, 2016 , this case shows that 22of 30 the ambivalence over brand ethics is little more than a symptom of the subsumption of ethical discourses by a company, which allows it to present a superficial critique of capitalism at the same time as exploiting a comfortable market niche within this very system. In this respect the ambivalence of the brand in this inquiry serves as a tactic of cooptation of ethics in the service of capitalism, rather than resistance to capital. Mumby (2016, p.10) has explained that brands embody a 'politics of ambivalence' in mediating the contradictions that arise between their appeals to an individualistic neoliberal self on the one hand and "meaning-based communities" on the other. His critical analysis of branding has observed that "branding possesses its own internal … contradictions that lay it open to immanent critique and resistance" (Mumby 2016, p.18) . In a similar vein Banet-Weiser's (2013, p.231) original conception of the politics of ambivalence highlighted the 'productive space of ambivalence' in which critique is still possible within a brand society. The present study highlights a somewhat different aspect of the ambivalence of brands, which entails an accommodation within the existing capitalist system to maintain a profitable niche market, rather than offering more radical resistance to capitalism or direct action against the exploitative practices of the industry.
This study extends existing research on brand-mediated cultural control (Brannan et al. 2015; Endrissat et al. 2016; Jeanes, 2013; Ka rreman and Rylander 2008, Mu ller 2016; Mumby, 2016) by mapping the contradictions and ambivalence that emerges in employee accounts of an ethical brand. This paper agrees with Jeanes' (2013, p.170) finding that ethical branding "reduces and devalues alternatives and resistance to the brand", and further shows how ethical branding offers only a limited critique of business ethics which carefully avoids questions concerning more radical tactics of protest or direct ethical challenge to modern consumer capitalism (e.g. Klein 1999) . In this respect, Arvidsson (2007, p.23 ) has described ethical branding in terms of a general process whereby the "unethical nature of capitalism seems to have been surpassed…" where it "remediates the ethical". The present inquiry sheds light into this "remediation" of the ethical by showing how on the one hand employees expressed a strong commitment to their company's ethical brand, but on the other hand, they were highly ambivalent regarding the limitations of these ethical commitments in practice.
This case study does not suggest that all forms of ambivalence are similarly reactionary in nature. In fact, some early theorists of the ethics of ambivalence diagnosed the radical choices faced by committed social activists in terms of ethical ambivalence (de Beauvoir, 1948; Sartre 1948) . The existential decision to engage in active resistance against a tyrannical system entails a fundamental ambivalence where no transcendental moral code can act as a guide. The existentialists thus described a radical ethics of ambivalence that faced activists who rejected the capitalist system in toto. However, the present case study does not entail the kind of existential ambivalence that individuals face when engaged in radical protest and direct action. Instead, the ambivalence we found in our case study of ethical branding never questioned capitalism itself and worked entirely within this system. In this light, we would argue that whilst the ethics of ambivalence can have implications for radical forms of resistance, our findings suggest that in this case it is quite reactionary in nature, working entirely within the prevailing system vii . The ambivalence in the case of Zotter emerged from the contradictory claims being made by employees concerning the brand, rather than any radical protest to challenge the prevailing existing system of exploitation.
Being based upon a single case, the standard limitations relating to its generalizability are applicable (Becker, 2014) . Nevertheless, given the prominence of ethics in the creation of its brand image this company serves as a "critical case" that may be extended to other comparable cases which use similar branding discourses and it is thus generalizable in its 24of 30 "force of example" (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p.228) . This paper has opened up a number of avenues for future research. The concept of ethics of ambivalence requires further research. Extant research into branding has argued that ambivalence opens up possibilities for resistance (Banet-Weiser 2013) , however, the present inquiry has shown that for this particular case study precisely the opposite is the case; here ambivalence and the increased socialization of capital operate side by side. The ongoing corporate socialization of capital could also be fruitfully investigated further in terms of the contradictions that are being generated in the corporate world's attempts to co-opt broader ethical discourses. The present study suggests that we must more clearly articulate a vision of how we can better confront the dangers of increasingly 'market mediated… relations' (Willmott 2010) and open up more ethical fundamental questions that modern consumer capitalism poses for us.
i In recent years this company has been nominated or has won numerous industry awards, including the Trigos Bank Steiermark prize for Corporate Social Responsibility, the "Entrepreneur of the Year" prize from its home country's Chamber of Commerce, it has been rated "excellent" by Greenpeace for its ecological production methods, it is the subject of a Harvard Business School case study on sustainable business methods (Khaire et al., 2011) , and is a winner of the "International Chocolate Award".
ii Mumby (2016, p.6 ) defines this idea as follows: "the brand is a hyper-socialized, deterritorialized factory in which the 'ethical surplus' of human interaction …. becomes an object that has exchange value."
iii Becker (2014, p. 3) observes that the aim of qualitative case studies is not "to produce timeless generalisations…[but] the identification of new elements in a situation… new elements of organization and process". In this respect, the present study seeks to identify new elements emerging from the growing use of ethical branding (see also Arvidssen, 2007; Egan-Wyer et al, 2014; Jeanes, 2013) .
iv For example, the German language Facebook site has over 98,000 members.
v We employ the term 'pedagogy' because several the respondents expressed the opinion that Zotter was not merely engaged in corporate branding, but was engaged in educating both their customers and their competitors in how to conduct business ethically. One of the respondents explicitly used the term pedagogy to describe this process, and many other respondents discussed Zotters' attempts to educate their customers about what they took to be ethical business practice.
vi The industry reluctance to move to Fair-Trade is also supported by statistics from the International Cocoa Organization that notes that "cocoa sold with the Fair Trade label still captures a very low share of the cocoa market (0.5%)" (https://www.icco.org/about-cocoa/chocolate-industry.html).
vii Note that existing discussions of the ambivalence of brand ethics such as that of Banet-Weiser (2013) and Mumby (2016) tend to assume ambivalence holds only radical potential and neglect the possible reactionary role that ambivalence may play in ethical discourse.
